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Breast Cancer: Organizing for Prevention 
RITA ARDITII AND 
TATIANA SCHREIBER 
In the Summer of 1992, RESIST published our article on breast cancer 
and the environment1 in which we dis-
cussed the possible environmental links 
to breast cancer, the lack of prevention-
oriented research, and the potential 
development of a broad-based move-
ment linking cancer activists and envi-
ronmentalists. Since then new research 
has served to strengthen the argument 
that pesticides and many industrial 
chemicals may be contributing to the 
steep rise in breast cancer in the United 
States since 1960. A number of other 
cancers have also shown an upward 
trend in recent years.2 In addition, cur-
rent research indicates that many of the 
industrial compounds that may con-
tribute to breast cancer also have a wide 
range of serious reproductive effects in 2. 
number of species, including humans. 
Sound crazy, alarmist, frightening? 
It becomes even more so when you read 
the scientific literature that only now is 
beginning to filter through the media to 
the public. Some scientists, in fact, are 
convinced that the time is overdue to 
employ already available tests for estro-
gen-like and androgen-like (female and 
male sex hormones) activity in all 
Members of the Women's Community Cancer Project of Cambridge marching at the Stop the Epidemic 
Rally sponsored by the Massachusetts Breast Cancer Coalition, October 1993. Photo: Lise Beane. 
chemicals added to food or to the envi-
ronment, and to eliminate them entire-
ly if they test positive. Yet these voices 
are few and far between. 
Much more hoopla is focused on 
the race to pin down the "breast cancer 
gene," BRCAl, than on methods of 
reducing potentially harmful sub-
stances in the environment. "This is a 
very exciting day," said Francis S. 
Collins, director of the National Center 
for Human Genome Research at the 
National Institutes of Health (NIH) in 
Bethesda, MD, when researchers from 
five collaborating laboratories 
announced that they had located 
BRCAl. And NIH director Harold E. 
Varmus, who had previously offered a 
. bounty-$2 million-to the research 
group that came up with the best plan 
to clone and sequence this gene, called 
continued on next page 
Cancer 
the new findings "extremely impor-
tant. "3 One would presume from all 
this that the cure for breast cancer was 
just around the corner. Not so. If one 
reads beyond the sensational headlines, 
it becomes clear that this gene accounts 
for only about five percent of all breast 
cancers, and that it does not seem to 
play~ significant role in the develop-
ment of the vast majority of "sporadic" 
(non-hereditary) cases. And what does 
this "discovery" offer to the women 
who may carry this gene? "We have 
nothing to offer women who test posi-
tive," says Kay Dickerson, an epidemi-
ologist who has had breast cancer and is 
herself a likely carrier of the gene.4 
Understanding the possible role of 
this gene is one part of the complicated 
task of deciphering the mechanisms by 
which cancer develops, but it does little 
to prevent it. For that, a growing chorus 
of activists and researchers say, we can-
not afford to ignore potential environ-
mental contributors and one thing is 
clear: it is imperative to think in global 
terms. Breast cancer has become a 
world-wide epidemic; it is now the 
leading cause of cancer death in women 
throughout the industrialized world 
and in many developing countries.5 
And the pollutants that may be respon-
sible do not respect national bound-
aries. For example, DDT and PCBs, 
when used in countries where they are 
still allowed, eventually rain down upon 
us here in New England.6 
In this article we provide an update 
on research concerning breast cancer 
and the environmental factors that may 
affect it. We will also talk about 
research into the reproductive effects of 
1 a number of industrial and agricultural 
; pollutants, as well as the kind of addi-
1 tional research that activists believe 
must be supported if we are to-ensure a 
1
1 
safe and healthy environment. We end 
with . the organizing that women's can-
1 cer action groups and environmentalists. 
have launched, and discuss the poten-
tial for a movement that would also 
encompass farmers, farm workers, and 
advocates of organic agriculture and 
sustainable development. 
Breast Cancer and the Xeno-
estrogens: A Reseach Update 
It is well accepted that among all 
women with breast cancer, some seven-
ty-five percent have no known risk fac-
tors: that is, they do not have a family 
history of the disease and their illness is 
not clearly linked to any additional risk 
category (early onset of menstruation, 
late age at first full-term pregnancy, late 
menopause, etc). The connection 
between increased risk and estrogen 
exposure, however, is well documented 
in the scientific and medical literature. 
It is against this backdrop that sev-
eral scientists have undertaken studies 
to test the hypothesis that certain 
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chemicals, known as xeno-estrogens, 
(because they affect estrogen produc-
tion and metabolism), may be responsi-
ble, in part, for the upsurge in breast 
cancer. These compounds are often 
found in the adipose tissue of the breast 
of women with cancer and are known 
to cause cancer in animals. The xeno-
estrogen hypothesis finds its principal 
advocate in the work of Devra Lee 
Davis and her colleagues, who suggest 
that these substances increase the risk of 
breast cancer by a variety of mecha-
nisms including a direct estrogenic 
effect, indirect effects on hormone 
metabolism, and interaction with 
breast-cancer susceptibility genes.7 Such 
compounds include chlorinated organ-
ics (like DDT and PCBs), polycyclic 
aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs, derived 
from petroleum products and fossil 
fuels), triazine herbicides (widely used 
in the U.S.) and some pharmaceuticals. 
A recent study measured the blood 
level of PCBs and DDE (a metabolite 
of DDT) in women who were enrolled 
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in a mammography program in New 
York City. 8 Fifty-eight women who 
developed breast cancer within sjx 
months from the time they entered the 
program were matched with 171 
women who did not develop breast 
cancer. The study was able to rule out a 
number of other variables including 
family history of breast cancer, lacta-
tion, and age at first pregnancy. The 
study found that the level of DD E in 
the blood of women who developed 
cancer was four times higher than for 
women who did not develop cancer in 
the study period. Although PCBs were 
also found to be higher in the women 
with cancer, the difference was not con-
sidered statistically significant. 
A second study, published this past 
spring in the same journal, is one of the 
first to compare data among women in 
different racial groups.9 Looking at the 
level of DDE and PCBs in the stored 
blood of SO white, Asian and African 
American women who developed breast 
cancer, compared to matched controls, 
this study did not find statistically sig-
nificant differences. Interestingly, 
African American and Asian women 
were found to have higher levels of both 
chemicals in their blood than white 
women, possibly indicating greater 
exposure. 
The sera used in this second study 
had been stored since as early as 1964 
and the study did not control for some 
significant factors such as age at first 
pregnancy and lactation. lo According to 
Cornell Medical School cancer 
researcher H. Leon Bradlow, reanalysis 
of the data did confirm significantly 
elevated levels of the compounds in 
African Americans and whites, though 
not in Asians. Bradlow's own research 
indicates that, in laboratory studies, 
these same chemicals cause increased 
production of a particular metabolite of 
estradiol ( the kind of estrogen produced 
by the body) in breast tissue, and this 
"harmful" estrogen is elevated in 
women with breast cancer. 11 A critical 
point to bear in mind in assessing chese 
studies is that DD E and PCBs in our 
bodies may be associated with other 
chemicals that have not yet been identi-
fied. In the real world, we are exposed 
¼L3#9 
to dozens of chemicals, many of which 
have effects on hormonal mechanisms. 
So, while these studies are important 
and should be continued, they hardly 
reflect the conditions in which we live. 
Other studies implicate plastics in 
breast cancer development because of 
ping. Soto and her colleagues point out 
that many of these chemicals are indi-
vidually present in the environment at 
levels too low to produce an effect on 
their own. However, Soto reports 
"when you take 10 estrogenic chemicals 
and combine each of them at one-tenth 
their ability to leach substances that of their effective dose, you now have an 
have estrogenic effects.12 Dr. Ana Soto effective dose." In other words, low 
and Dr. Carlos Sonnenschein, of Tufts doses of different chemicals are additive 
University, discovered this effect unex- and can produce estrogenic activity. 
pectedly while studying the role of 
estrogen on the development of breast Other Environmental Factors 
cancer cells in the lab. Using methods A recent report from the Cancer 
they had long succesfully employed to Prevention Coalition, revealed a signifi-
remove all estrogen from their blood cant increase in breast cancer mortality 
samples, they were surprised to find one among U.S. women living near nuclear 
day that their samples continued to facilities.1 4 The study challenges previ-
show estrogenic activity. The reason ous work done by the National Cancer 
turned out to be that a new type of cen- Institute and raises questions about 
trifuge tube they were using was leach- NCl's statistical methods because of the 
ing p-Nonyl-Phenol into the cultures use of inappropriate controls based on 
and having an estrogenic effect. small populations that were also 
Nonylphenols are part of a group of exposed to nuclear emissions.15 Accord-
compounds, alkylphenols, which are ing to the report, for women living 
widely used in plastics, as surfactants within fifty miles of five military plants 
• 
''No one gi,ves you a prize when you prevent 
something from happening, because you can't demonstrate 
that it didn't happen. Those are the kinds of problems that require 
people to act, not for prizes, but because of concern 
for the environment in which we all live. " 
Dr. Carlos Sonnenschein, cancer researcher, Tufts University 
• 
( to enhance dispersal and sudsing in 
detergents, hair coloring, and sham-
poos), as lubricant in condoms, and in 
spermicides and vaginal foams. Nor-
mally, these compounds do not behave 
like estrogen, but when they get 
degraded as they do during sewage 
treatment for example, they liberate the 
active Nonyl-Phenol. According to 
Soto, about 450 million pounds of 
alkylphenols are used in detergents in 
this country each year and active 
nonylphenols have been found in 
drinking water and will bioaccumulate 
in species, including fish.13 
Nonylphenols have also been used 
as antioxidants in the manufacture of 
polyvinyl chloride (PVC) used in plas-
tic food containers and plastic wrap-
RESIST Newsletter 
(Hanford, WA; Idaho, Savannah River, 
SC; Brookhaven, NY; and Oak Ridge, 
1N) there was a 41 % increase in deaths 
from breast cancer. The Cancer Preven-
tion Coalition is calling for a Congres-
sional investigation and for further 
study of "past and continuing risks 
associated with proximity of residents 
to nuclear plants." 
With regard to EMFs (electromag-
netic fields), a study of female electrical 
workers in the US showed excess mor-
tality from breast cancer relative to 
other women workers. 16 While this 
study has limitations because it is based 
on mortality statistics which do not 
include information on other known 
risk factors, its results are consistent 
continued on next page 
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with the experimental work of David 
Blask and others on melatonin. This 
work has shown that exposure to low-
frequency electro-magnetic fields as well 
as exposure to light at night reduces the 
pineal gland production of its main 
hormone, melatonin. Melatonin, when 
given in normal, physiological doses, is 
able to inhibit the growth of breast can-
cer cells in culture and in animals; it 
, does so by decreasing the production of 
the cell's estrogen receptors. 17 The 
melatonin/ cancer connection is begin-
ning to receive more attention since 
several studies have shown that it can 
act as a direct anticancer agent: mela-
tonin inhibited the development of 
liver cancer in rats receiving a carcino-
gen that damages DNA by producing 
free radicals. 18 David Blask's work sug-
gests that melatonin, a non-toxic, natu-
ral substance could serve as the body's 
own antioxidant, similar to vitamin E 
or beta carotene. Dr. Blask believes that 
melatonin could be a potential useful 
strategy for women who do not 
respond to tamoxifen, and he is eager to 
start clinical trials.19 
Reproductive Effects of 
Environmental Pollutants 
New and devastating research indi-
cates that some 45 environmental con-
taminants have the ability to affect the 
normal hormonal balance of many 
species. These compounds, called 
"endocrine disrupters" include herbi-
cides, fungicides, insecticides, nemato-
cides and industrial chemicals such as 
cadmium, lead, mercury, PCBs, etc. 
Theo Colborn, a researcher at the 
World Wildlife Fund, and others have 
looked at the effect of these chemicals 
on birds, fish, and mammals, exposed 
during prenatal and postnatal life.2o 
They have found that these exposures 
have been associated with abnormal 
thyroid function, decreased fertility, 
feminization and masculinization, and 
alteration of immune functions. Specif-
ic examples include the well-known 
case of shell-thinning in bald eagle eggs 
exposed to DDT; a 100% prevalence of 
thyroid enlargement in Great Lakes 
salmon; and early mortality, behavioral 
changes, and reproductive failure in the 
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offspring of birds that feed on Great 
. Lakes fish. 
Colborn and colleagues also suspect 
'that "increase in the incidence of 
, numerous pathologies in men and 
women may be related to exposure to 
pesticides and other endocrine-disrupt-
. ing chemicals." In addition to increases 
in breast and prostate cancer, they cite a 
400% increase in ectopic pregnancies 
occurring in the U.S. between 1970 
and .1987; a doubling of the incidence 
of undescended testicles in newborn 
males in the same period; and an 
approximate 50% decrease in sperm 
count worldwide over the past fifty 
years. 
The Endometriosis Association has 
also noted a connection between expo-
sure to certain chemicals and 
endometriosis. Endometriosis is a debil-
itating disease in which endometrial tis-
sue (tissue that lines the uterus) is 
found on other areas of the body. 
Symptoms of the disease include pelvic 
pain, pain with sex, gastrointestinal and 
bladder problems, infertility, and severe 
menstrual pain. It affects some five and 
a half million U.S. and Canadian 
ins are usually released in trace 
amounts, Lynn Goldman, head of the 
EPA's toxic substances program, says 
the health hazards they present "are 
unacceptable."22 Like the EPA's previ-
ous risk analysis of dioxins done in 
1985, this report concludes that dioxins 
cause cancer in animals and probably in 
people as well. But the new report pays 
more attention to noncancer effects and 
cites studies implicating dioxins in 
immune-system abnormalities, hor-
mone-related diseases, and even dia-
betes. As for its reproductive effects, it 
acknowledges that dioxins may adverse-
ly affect male reproduction and fetal 
development. Sources of dioxins 
include incinerators burning chlorinat-
ed products, pulp and paper mills using 
chlorine bleaches, and the manufacture 
ofPVCs. 
The work on endocrine disrupters 
in both animals and humans adds 
weight to the hypothesis that the same 
, che.micals may be involved in breast 
' cancer development. For some 
researchers, however, the disruption of 
the hormonal balance of many species 
and the transgenerational effects are, in 
women of all ages, races, and social the long run, even more dangerous 
classes. Mary Lou Ballweg, director of than their carcinogenic effects: "With-
the Association discovered research out minimizing the tragedy of those 
• 
"What do you want to do as a citizen? Study the problem 
and act fifty years .from now? What are you going to tell your sons 
and your da,ughters if they cannot reproduce?" 
Dr. Ana Soto, cancer researcher, Tufts University 
• 
indicating that radiation exposure and suffering and dying from cancer," says 
PCB exposure was associated with Tuft's Sonneschein, "the effect of these 
endometriosis in Rhesus monkeys. A pollutants can wipe out whole species ... 
follow-up study sponsored by the .Asso- it's not that one species disappears and 
ciation has recently shown that 79% of that's it; the disappearance of one 
monkeys exposed to dioxins (chlorinat- species affects others, for example, 
ed pollutants usually formed during when we don't have bees, fruits and veg-
combustion and industrial activities) eta.hies are affected ... one has to have a 
developed endometriosis, with higher strategy that concerns both the short-
levels of dioxin exposure associated with term and the long-term effects of these 
more severe endometriosis.21 compounds." 
A recently released Environmental 
Protection Agency report on dioxins 
reaffirms the health dangers that these 
compounds present. Even though diox-
RESIST Newsletter 
Chemo-prevention is 
Not Prevention 
In our 1992 article we noted that 
November 1994 
the National Cancer Institute's tamox-
ifen breast cancer prevention trial was 
problematic because of the dangers 
associated with giving tamoxifen to 
healthy women. This trial has been 
called "chemo-prevention" because it 
uses a chemical to "prevent" cancer cells 
from proliferating. Since then, evidence 
has continued to accumulate about the 
risks of tamoxifen and about the mis-
leading information contained in the 
consent forms given to participants in 
the trial. 23 At the same time, Mother 
Jones magazine reports that Zeneca 
Group PLC, the United Kingdom 
maker of tamoxifen (with sales amount-
ing $470 million a year), was named in 
a lawsuit by federal and state govern-
ment for allegedly dumping DDT and 
PCBs into the Los Angeles and Long 
Beach harbors. 
Zeneca is also the founder and sole 
financial sponsor of the National Breast 
Cancer Awareness Month, a project 
that is heartily endorsed by the breast 
cancer establishment and that uncriti-
cally promotes mammography at all 
costs. Their slogan: "Your Best protec-
tion ... Early Detection" sends out a con-
fusing message, suggesting that early 
detection protects from breast cancer. 
Nowhere in their "cancer awareness" lit-
erature is the word "carcinogen'' men-
tioned. Not only is Zeneca profiting 
from breast cancer treatments, it also 
benefits from its sales of a carcinogenic 
herbicide, acetochlor (sales of $300 mil-
lion a year) and, if tamoxifen is 
approved as a prevention drug, its sales 
will soar dramatically. 24 
An alternative vision of what truly 
prevention oriented research might look 
like is developing among many activists 
and some scientists. Soto and Son-
nenchein, for example, have developed 
a simple test to discover whether newly 
created substances exert an estrogenic or 
androgenic effect, both as stimulators 
or inhibitors. Sonnenschein remarks, · 
"There are approximately 12 million 
man-made compounds that are with us 
already, so, at an average of $10 per 
compound, if you test them all, that's 
only 120 million dollars, which is abso-
lutely peanuts in comparison with the 
revenues these chemicals bring in for 
¼IL 3 #9 
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Caacer Preftlltion <:oalition, 520 North Michigan Avenue, Suite 410, 
Chicago, IL 60611. Phone: (312) 467-0600; FAX: (312) 467- 0599. 
Greenpeace, Gnat Lakes Offlce, 847 W. Jackson Boulevard, Chicago, 
IL 60607. Phone: (312) 666-3305. 
The Northcut Sas1ainable Agriculture Working Group, 368 Highland 
Avenue, Somerville, MA 02144. (617) 666-1005. 
Women's Environment and Deftlopment Organization (WEDO), 
845 Third Avenue, 15th floor, New York, NY 10022. Phone: (212) 759-7982. 
FAX: (212) 759-8647. 
***NEWS FLASHs JOB OPENING*** 
WEDO is looking for a coordinator of their breast cancer campaign. 
For more info, call the number above. 
For a listing of Women's cancer groups, contact: National Women's Health 
Network, 1325 G Street, N.W. ,Washington DC 20005. 
Phone: (202) 347-1140. 
the manufacturers." Sonnesnchein and 
Soto are convinced that it is not only 
feasible but critically important to test 
and eliminate endocrine disrupting 
chemicals immediately. Soto asks, 
"What do you want to do as a citizen? 
Study the problem and act fifty years 
from now? What are you going to tell 
your sons and daughters if they cannot 
reproduce?" She believes we must 
reconsider where the burden of proof 
lies. For instance, she says, we should 
ask that chemicals be demonstrated 
harmless before being released into the 
environment, rather than the current 
approach which allows a broad range of 
potentially harmful substances to be 
produced and distributed with only 
limited testing. 
Soto also calls for a research that 
takes into consideration complex sys-
tems and interactions: "Our scientific 
establishment has dealt very well with 
linear problems, problems where we 
know that from a we go to b and from 
b we go to c ... we know how to do that 
because for 200 years we have been 
doing it." In the real world, however, 
there are "ecological questions, ques-
tions that deal with many species in the 
ecosystem, and interactions among 
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species ... we just can't continue doing 
only one type of research, the one that 
tries to look at the molecular solutions 
and molecular causes for everything." 
In cancer research, molecular biolo-
gy is considered the gold standard. 
James Watson, for example, was quoted 
in The Wall Street Journa~ in 1992, as 
saying "There's no more exciting story 
right now in medical science," refering 
to the work on the breast cancer gene 
and its relationship to the human 
genome project.25 But this may not be 
the most useful approach for cancer 
prevention. The "Precautionary Princi-
ple," well established in a number of 
international agreements, could provide 
a more useful framework for making 
policy decisions that may affect health 
and the environment. This would put 
the burden of proof on suspected pollu-
tants and encourage a less reactive 
approach that does not wait for strict 
proof before taking action.26 
According to Soto, scientists 
trained to see the big picture - like 
evolutionary biologists, wildlife biolo-
gists, and ecologists - share this view. 
Dr. Jerry Westin, an epidemiologist in 
Israel and co-author of a study docu-
continued on nat page 
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menting a reduction in breast cancer 
following the banning of several 
organochlorine pesticides, remarked 
that "we don't have to wait for more 
people to get sick in order to push for a 
prudent avoidance strategy ... to find 
ways to grow foods and cash crops in a 
way that is less harmful to the general 
public and the workers who are at the 
frontlines. "27 
In fact, in 199 3 the American Pub-
lic Health Association, the nation's pre-
mier public health organization com-
mitt~d to primary prevention, called for 
a broad phase-out of chlorine-contain-
ing organic compounds because of their 
probable link to cancer and other 
health-related problems. Prevention, 
however, does not win Nobel prizes. As 
Sonneschein put it, "No one gives you a 
prize when you prevent something from 
happening, because you can't demon-
strate that it didn't happen. Those are 
the kinds of problems that require peo-
ple to act, not for prizes, but because of 
concern for the environment in which 
we all live.,, 
New Environmental Activism: 
Expanding Coalitions 
In the last two years, significant 
developments have taken place in the 
women's anticancer movement with 
regard to environmental concerns. In 
February 1994, WEDO (Women's 
Environment and Development Orga-
nization) and Greenpeace held a two-
day retreat for 30 women activists from 
around the country to launch the cam-
paign "Women, Health and the Envi-
ronment: Action for Prevention.,, The 
Statement from "Rachel's Children'' 
The following statemmt has been 
endorsed by some sixty grassroots orga-
nizations ( and the list is growing) 
around the world. The goals of the 
groups that have joined this campaign 
are: to support and strmgthen the role 
of women as leaders to define the cur-
rent health crisis as one that has its 
origins in the environment; to help 
build a broad-based, popular move-
ment to create the political will and 
awareness necessary to address these 
urgent issues; and to develop a preven-
tion-oriented action agenda that tar-
gets the chlorine and nuclear indus-
tries. To find out more, or to endorse 
the statement, contact: Women, 
Health, and the Environment, c/o 
Greenpeace, 847 W. Jackson, Chicago, 
fl 60607 or Womens Environment 
and Development Organization, 845 
Third Ave., New York, NY 10022. 
Women, Health, and the 
Environments Action for Prevention 
We are Rachel's Children,* named 
in honor of Rachel Carson, who was the 
first to sound the alarm on the link 
between pesticides and cancer. We are 
women from the United States, Canada, 
and Mexico [ endorsees include a num-
ber of groups in Africa and Asia as well], 
dedicated to ending the silence about 
the deterioration of women's health and 
its connection to the environment. 
We are initiating a worldwide cam-
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paign to take action to prevent cancer 
- particularly breast cancer - as well 
as other diseases caused or triggered by 
preventable environmental factors. We 
do not accept the fact that one out of 
three people will get cancer, and one in 
every four will eventually die from it 
Manmadc toxins - such as 
organochlorincs and radionuclides -
arc being produced without regard to 
our lives, the lives of our families, future 
generations, or the planet. These poi-
sons arc being produced and dumped in 
neighborhoods of the poor, the disen-
franchised, and people of color. The 
United States, Japan, Germany, and 
many other countries export toxins to 
developing countries. In some areas, 
whole communities are being poisoned 
and destroyed. 
We demand accountability from 
corporate polluters who are sacrificing 
the health of millions for billions in 
profit. As a beginning, we seek the 
phase-out of the entire class of chlori-
nated organic chemicals and an end to 
the production and use of all nuclear 
power and weapons. With careful tran-
sition planning, the use of hazardous 
materials and toxics can and must be 
replaced with clean production, renew-
able energy, and healthy workplaces. 
Women's lives and health have been 
compromised by the cancer establish-
ment. We hold these agencies and insti-
tutions responsible for their inaction 
and failure to prevent cancer. We 
RESIST Newsletter 
demand immediate action with a priori-
ty on prevention in all programs, policy, 
and research areas. 
We hold accountable our govern-
ments that are supposed to be protect-
ing us. We challenge them to confront 
the polluters that are poisoning us and 
stop them before millions more die. For 
too long, women have been ·excluded 
from decisions that profoundly affect 
our live and our families. We demand 
our right to participate in all stages of 
decision-making about health and envi-
ronmental matters. 
We have the right to live in commu-
nities where the air we breath, the water 
we drink, the food we eat, and the places 
we work are clean and poison-free. 
We invite you to join us in our 
campaign to achieve these basic human 
rights. Together, with effort, we can cre-
ate the political will and awareness nec-
essary to address these urgent issues. 
Join the Women, Health, and the 
Environment: Action for Prevention 
Endorsement Campaign which will cul-
minate at the Fourth World Conference 
on Women in Beijing, China, in 
September 1995. 
*When Rachel Carson's groundbreak-
ing book, Silent Spring, was published in 
1962, many critics from the chemical indus-
try asked: "Why should Rachel Carson be 
concerned? She doesn't have any children." 
Two years later she died of breast cancer at 
the age of 56. 
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consensus statement drafted by the 
meeting participants, who called them-
selves Rachel's Children ( see box), has 
already gathered more than 60 endorse-
ments from grassroots groups in Mexi-
co, Senegal, the Phillipines, Ghana, the 
U.S. and Canada. This past month 
three conferences took place around the 
U.S. focused on these issues. 
In Cambridge, Massachusetts, the 
Women's Community Cancer Project 
has publicly raised the issue of the 
responsibility of the cancer establish-
ment in perpetuating the silence about 
corporate polluters by demonstrating at 
American Cancer Society conferences 
and fundraising events.28 And in San 
Francisco, Breast Cancer Action, the 
Women's Cancer Resource Center, the 
West County Toxics Coalition, the Sili-
con Valley Toxics Coalition, Green-
peace and other groups have joined 
together to form the "Toxic Links 
Coalition." Their common theme is 
"Stop Cancer Where It Starts." The 
group is planning a tour to identify cor-
porate polluters who may be contribut-
ing to the cartcer epidemic we are fac-
ing. Stops include Bechtel, Chevron, 
and Time magazine (Greenpeace has 
targeted Time to pressure the magazine 
to stop using bleached paper). Other 
stops on the tour include the American 
Cancer Society and the EPA. 
It is possible to have an impact on 
industries that pollute. In 1989, 
women's groups in Britain focused on 
the fact that sanitary napkins, tampons, 
and disposable diapers are bleached 
with chlorine gas and other chlorine-
based compounds. This "whitening" 
process produces toxic chemicals 
(including dioxins) which are then 
dumped into lakes, rivers, and oceans. 
Using their power as consumers, 
women's groups forced the British sani-
tary protection manufacturers (with the 
exception of tampon manufacturers) to 
abandon the use of chlorine gas in sani-
tary napkins.29 
Concomitant with the growth of 
the women's anticancer movement is a 
renewed effort to di~credit perspectives 
on cancer that consider environmental 
factors. Recently The New York Times 
carried a lengthy profile of Dr Bruce 
Vol. 3 #9 
Ames, a professor at the University of farming methods that support small 
California at Berkeley well known for scale agriculture while protecting the 
his critique of research on environmen- environment. In the past year, however, 
tal carcinogenesis.30 Ames is quoted as a national coalition has emerged, the 
saying: "I think pesticides lower the Campaign for Sustainable Agriculture, 
cancer rate" and "pollution seems to me that also includes farmworkers. The 
mostly a red herring as a cause for can- ·campaign's focus is the i 995 federai° 
cer." The article included only one sci- Farm Bill and includes components 
entist who raised mild questions con- that would favor the conversion of most 
cerning the validity of Ames' agricultural production to methods that 
speculations. Ames' critics have pointed would enhance environmental protec-
out that his work is based on a number tion. 
of assumptions and oversimplifications, The coordinator of the Campaign 
none of which is mentioned in the in the Northeast, Dorothy Suput, 
Times article.31 • points out that organic agriculture not 
"ITT, don't have to wait for more people to get sick to push 
for a prudent avoidance strategy. .. to find ways to grow foods 
and cash crops in a way that is less harmful to the general public 
and the workers who are on the frontlines. " 
Dr. Jerry Westin, epidemiologist, Hadassah School of Medicine 
New coalitions around cancer and• only makes safe and healthy food avail-
the environment are having an impact. able, but protects farms and farmwork-
ln October 1993, the House Subcom- ers, improves water quality, promotes 
mittee on Health and the Environment wildlife, and prevents soil erosion. In 
held hearings on xeno-estrogens as pos- fact, Suput says, "almost every environ-
sible causes of breast cancer. Neverthe- mental indicator you can think of is 
less, some important groups have not, positively affected by organic agricul-
so far, been part of these coalitions. ture."33 Suput urges consumers to get 
Farmers and farmworkers are potential- involved in the campaign, and to make 
ly the people most likely to be harmed connections between individual health, 
by exposure to pesticides. While farm- the health of rural communities (which 
ers tend 'to be more physically fit than erodes as farmers are driven off the 
the overall population, and as a group. land), and the health of the environ-
have lower rates of heart disease and ment overall. 
colon cancer, they have higher than This kind of coalition work is criti-
average risks of developing non- cal, Suput believes, because the circle 
Hodgkin's lymphoma, skin melanomas, connecting food production to environ-
multiple myeloma, leukemia, and can- mental protection to human and ani-
cers of the lip, stomach, prostate and mal health has not been completely 
brain. These high rates of certain can- closed. We, as consumers, are not able 
cers suggest work-related exposures may to demand safe food as we can, theoret-
be a factor.32 These are also the same ically, demand safe pharmaceuticals for 
cancers that appear to be escalating in example. Since our health depends on 
the general population of many devel- the health of the environment, coali-
oped countries. tions seriously interested in effecting 
Because of the health effects long change must include the segment of the 
associated with pesticides, farmworkers population that lives and works on the 
in California have joined forces with land. 
groups working to promote environ- As cancer rates skyrocket, as 
mentally sustainable farming. For years, immune system disorders proliferate, as 
environmentalists and advocates of women with endometriosis learn that 
organic agriculture have sought to they are not alone, perhaps health will 
change federal legislation to promote continued on next page 
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become the link between organic agri-
culture and farmworkers, rights; 
between the economic survival of rural 
communities and protection of the 
environment; between the women,s 
anticancer movement and activists 
fighting environmental racism. A coali-
tion like this would be hard to ignore. 
And it may be the only way, given the 
magnitude of the problems we are fac-
ing, to secure a healthy future for our-
selves and our planet. • 
Rita Arditti is a founding mem-
ber of the W<Jmens Community Can-
cer Project, a woman with breast can-
cer, and a biologist. She is a member 
of the graduate faculty of the Union 
Institute. Tatiana Schreiber is a free-
lance radio and print journalist, and 
this month marks the start of her 
eighth year as editor of the RESIST 
newsletter. She has had thyroid cancer 
and keeps her endometriosis in check 
with acupuncture. Special thanks to 
Lise Beane for sharing information 
and support. 
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continued from page tm 
and Latino/a drug/alcohol and AIDS educa-
tion workers to Nicaragua for dialogue. 
Eleven people went on the delegation, and 
returned with the desire to bring 
Nicaraguans here to exchange ideas about 
what a holistic, community-based approach 
to responding to these issues would look 
like. 
The purpose of this kind of exchange 
was to provide concrete opportunities for 
Nicaraguans to learn methods and strategies 
for drug/alcohol rehabilitation and preven-
tion and AIDS education that could be used 
in Nicaragua, while allowing Latino and 
African American community leaders to 
learn from their counterparts in Nicaragua 
about community building, working with 
extremely limited funding, and working 
with ethnic minority groups around these 
issues. Finally, participants wanted to 
explore social, economic, and political roots 
of the drug problem in both Nicaragua and 
Philadelphia. Material aid including medical 
and school supplies would also be gathered 
to send back with the Nicaraguan delega-
tion. 
RESIST's grant was used to support 
this project, which took place during the 
summer. Six women from Nicaragua's 
Atlantic Coast, including nurses, psycholo-
gists, and one doctor, spent four weeks in 
Philadelphia. Only one of the women had 
been to the U.S. before. RESIST received a 
detailed report of the month's activities 
which included time working in Philadel-
phia clinics, visiting classrooms, meeting 
with community groups, churches, and 
individuals in the neighborhoods where the 
women stayed. They were hosted by Puerto 
Rican and Mexican families. The 
Nicaraguan delegation even spent one week 
living and working in a therapeutic residen-
tial home for recovering women in a low-
income neighborhood that is known for 
drug-trafficking. Considerable time was 
taken, as well, for reflecting on their experi-
ences, and sharing cultural and social life 
with their North American hosts. 
For more information about the results 
of this exchange, please contact DAPRAEP. 
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In each issue of the newsletter we 
highlight a few recent grants made to 
groups around the country. This month we 
feature grants to groups working on health 
issues. The information in these brief 
reports is provided to us by the groups 
themselves. For more details, please write 
to them at the addresses included here. 
Hawaii Breast Cancer Action 
3317 Ka'ohinani Drive 
Honolulu, HI 96817 
Hawaii Breast Cancer Action (HBCA) 
is a small activist group made up of breast 
In order to mobilize more women 
around these issues, HBCA brought three 
women to speak on the subject Uudy Brady 
of San Francisco, Cha Smith of Seattle, and 
Sandra Steingraber of Boston) and video-
taped the event for distribution to all the 
islands on cable TV and in community 
forums. RESIST's recent grant was used to 
support this project. 
Committee for Health Rights 
in Central America 
347 Dolores Street, #210 
San Francisco, CA 94110 
cancer survivors and others concerned about In 1983 a group of San Francisco Bay 
the connection between toxic pollution in Area health workers organized the Commit-
Hawaii (particularly from U.S. military tee for Health Rights in Central America 
activities, sugar and pineapple production, (CHRICA) in response to the effect U.S. 
and geothermal energy production) and the political and military intervention was hav-
incidence of breast cancer among Hawaiian ing on health care in Central America. Since 
women. The group focuses on developing ·then~ the -group has sent over three million 
wider public awareness around these issues, dollars in medical and technical aid to 
and is affiliated with Greenpeace and the Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala. The 
Women's Environment and Development group has sent many delegations of health 
Organization (WEDO) for that purpose. , workers to organize with Central American 
In addition to high rates of breast can- counterparts around health rights. Each year 
cer, the group says survival rates are very low CHRICA organizes the North America-
for Hawaiian women. HBCA has held sev- Nicaragua Colloquim on Health. This year's 
eral forums on cancer and the environment. colloquim focused on indigenous health and 
The group is now sponsoring a petition traditional medicines and included a visit to 
campaign against nuclear waste storage on the Atlantic Coast of Nicaragua to meet 
the islands, and is forming a research com- with indigenous community leaders and 
mittee to investigate toxics in the environ- healers. 
ment. The group also plans to work with In ~he mid 1980s, CHRI CA helped to 
Hawaiian sovereignty groups to develop organize the San Francisco Refugee Health 
alternatives to toxics and to push for dean Coalition, and in 1990 formed the Centro 
up of the toxic dump sites that currently Ignacio Martin Baaro, which organizes legal 
exist, including Pearl Harbor, one of the ten and mental health workers to provide free 
largest superfund sites in the United States. assistance to Central Amertcan refugees. 
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This year CHRICA expanded its focus to 
national organizing including support for 
immigrant's health rights. The group sees 
immigrants' issues as intimately connected 
to its solidarity work with Central America. 
CHIRCA operates on the assumption 
that health care is a human right, and that 
health care should be universally available in 
both North and Central America regardless 
of economic, immigration, or political sta-
tus. The group works to organize and edu-
cate U.S. health workers and others for 
political, technical, financial, and material 
support of Central Americans, and to foster 
practical exchange of experience and ideas. 
CHIRCA uses non-violent and creative 
action to monitor, publicize, shame, and 
counter the destructive government policies 
that have led to the current crisis in health 
care delivery in both the U.S. and Central 
America. 
RESIST's recent grant was used to fund 
post-colloquium educational and organiza-
tional outreach following the August collo-
quium. The colloquium was an opportunity 
for health care workers to gather first-hand 
information about the deterioration of 
Nicaraguan health care resulting from the 
contra war, the U.S. trade embargo, the pri-
vatization of health care services, and the 
impact of World Bank and IMF structural 
adjustment policies on the health of 
Nicaraguans. Upon returning, delegates 
worked to generate moral support and 
material aid and to agitate for government 
support of basic health rights in both the 
U.S. and Nicaragua. Slides, public presenta-
tions, and a written report were included in 
the follow-up work, and presentations were 
scheduled at over a dozen hospitals, clinics, 
unions, churches, universities, and neigh-
borhood organizations. 
Atlantic Coast, Nicaragua/ 
Philadelphia Drug/Alcohol 
Prevention/Rehabilitation and 
AIDS Education Project, 
clo 4933 Catharine Street, 1 B, 
Philadelphia, PA 19143-2007 
This group, which wins the prize for 
longest name and will be called DAPRAEP 
here, was founded in the summer of 1992 
when a Nicaraguan National Assembly 
member for the Atlantic coast asked a group 
of folks he had met in Philadelphia to bring 
a group of predominantly African American 
continued on page nine 
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